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Virtual Gender

As yet there has been relatively lietle published on women’s activities
in relation to new digital technologies. Virtual Gender brings together
theoretical perspectives from feminist theory, the sociology of techno-
logy and gender studies with well designed empirical studies to throw
light on the impact of 1CTs on contemporary social life.

A linc-up of authors trom around the world looks at the gender and
technology issues related to leisure, pleasure and consumption, iden-
tity and sclf. Their rescarch is set against a backcloth of renewed
interest in citizenship and cthics and shows how these concepts are
recreated in an online situation, particularly in local settings.

With chapters on subjects ranging from gender-switching online, com-
puter games and cyberstalking to the use of the domestic telephone,
this stimulating collection challenges the stercotype of woman as a pas-
sive victim of technology. It ofters new ways of looking at the many
dimensions in which TCTs can be said to be ‘gendered’ and will be a
rich resource for students and teachers in this expanding field of study.

Eileen Green is Rcescarch Protessor of Sociology and Director of
the Centre for Social and Policy Rescarch, University of Teesside.
Alison Adam is a Scnior Lecturer at the Information Systems Institute,
University of Salford.
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Preface

This edited collection arises from a special issue of the journal,
Information, Communication and Secicty, and represents all the papers
from that special issuc plus a selection of specially commissioned
chapters. These introduce debate and empirical research findings in the
under-rescarched arca of gender and information and communication
technologies (ICTs). The rapid expansion of interest in [CTs in both
industrial and academic circles has spawned a raft of rescarch and writ-
ing on an cxciting array of issucs from virtual identities to cvbererime.
Curiously, the gender dimension of these areas has received limited atten-
tion, historically often limited to discussions of women’s absence from
technical disciplines, their problems with office automation and their
supposed ‘technophobia’.

Having undertaken a varicty of rescarch and writing projects in
the arca for over ten years, we felt we knew the main authors in the
discipline and the trajectories of current rescarch. Having organized
conferences and put together other edited collections, we knew' the
problems of adequately connecting empirical studies to solid theoriz-
ing and we also knew the problems ot getting sufficient good matcrial
for publication in a rescarch climate where authors often had to make
their rescarch interests in gender and ICTs secondary to what were often
seen as more respectable mainstream rescarch areas. This meant that
we put out a call for papers tor the special issue with some trepidation,
knowing that we might well have had to trawl round our tried and
trusted contacts should the response be thin.

In the cvent the response was overwhelming, demonstrating a
wealth of theoretical and emipirical work in progress across a broad range
of academic disciplines where authors were able to demonstrate their
confidence, not only in their empirical results but also in a range of
different theoretical approaches, reflecting the high quality and inno-
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vation of ongoing international work in the field. It is heartening to
see rescarch on gender and ICTs coming out of the gender ghetto and
also heartening to see so many talented rescarchers who are relanively
new to the ficld. It the quantity and quality of papers for the special
issue took us somewhat by surprise, so too did the subject matter of
the papers we were offered. Although we realized that virtuality was
becoming a hot topic throughout the whole spectrum of writing on
information technologies — and this was reflected in the papers we received
— we were surprised that we received few ofters of papers on gender
and work and cducation, areas which had traditionally been the main-
stay of rescarch on gender and ICTs. We rationalize this as relating to
the segregation of the rescarch area of gender and technology. As gen-
der becomes a more mainstream topic in research on work and edu-
cation, and as ICTs are becoming pervasive in the workplace and in
educational settings, it may well be that gender in relation to work and
education is less of a focus for gender and technology. Yet at the same
time access remains a central issue in research on gender and ICTs,
although now access is understood less in narrow physicat or geographical
terms and more as a less tangible though still restrictive concept. But
there are also new themes to emerge. We are now beginning to under-
stand consumption of information technologies along a gender dimen-
sion. At the same time this recognizes that analyses of ICTs as leisure
technologics can be understood in gender terms. This also suggests that
our use of ICTs may connect to our sense of identity and self that may
be plaved out in new ways online. One aspect of identity that con-
tinues to receive much interest in the political sphere is that of
citizenship and there is much speculation as to the possibilities of cyber-
democracy and the concomitant ethical dimension ot virtual lite. All
these new and relatively unexplored themes are reflected in the writing
in this volume.

Themes and chapter descriptions

The book is structured around four main themes. Part I addresses the
important issucs of gendered access to ICTs and the Interner and
the complex ways in which individuals’ experience ot such techno-
logics are mediated by the social process of gender. Part 1T addresses
the under-rescarched theme of technologies for leisure, pleasure and
consumption, including five chapters which incorporate critical dis-
cussion of the use of ICTs which range from ‘mundanc’ houschold
items like the domestic telephone, to state of the art technologics such
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as virtual reahty systems. Part III focuses upon citizens in the public
sphere, at work and in the community, with three chapters which
raisc political and ethical concerns about technology as a product of
social, political and cultural negotiations between designers, policy-
makers and other groups. The final three chapters continue the focus
upon cthical issues, by addressing the shifting boundaries berween what
we pereeive as ‘natural’, ‘human’ and virtual realities or subjectivities.

Historical reffexivity and the biographical narrative are emploved in
Chapters 1 and 4, cnabling the authors to insert themselves within the
social relations of technology that they conceprualize as social process.
The three authors of Chapter 1 analyse the carly stages of a research
project on women’s relationship with the Internet. Placing them-
sclves within the process, Anne Scott, Lesley Semmens and Lvnette
Willoughby describe and deconstruct the political and academic story
which they, as feminists from contrasting disciplines, brought o the
project. Introducing three genres: ‘the webbed Utopia’, ‘flamed into
oblivion” and ‘locked into locality’, they argue that each genre has its
own narrative logic but that all draw upon a common core of the male
history and agree that while the ending is still open, it is rapidly clos-
ing in.

A more intimate narrative has been selected by Linda Stepulevage
in Chapter 4 which allows her to reflect upon her acquisition of tech-
nological skills in childhood and use ‘experience stories” to trace a girl’s
personal relationship with technology. In a most mtimate and engag-
ing manner she weaves conceptions of locally situated technological
knowiedge with tamiliar everyday practices in an effort to make visible
the social relations of technology as process.

‘Two chapters in Part I draw upon quantitative data to explore the
impact of gender upon the ways in which women and men approach
and observe technology. Greg Michaclson and Margit Pohl argue con-
troversially that email tends to disrupt and neutralize gender stercotvpes
found in face-to-face co-operative problem-solving among students. Their
study found no statistically significant gender differences in email-
mediated problem-solving in measures of message volume and of co-
operation. In particular, they found that the gendered strategies that
benetit men are disrupted by asvnchronous communication. This
c¢mphasis upon gendered pereeptions and use of ICTs i1s replicated
in Chapter 3, where Kate White, Leslic Regan Shade and Jennifer
Brayvton draw upon the results of a trans-national study between New
Brunswick, Canada, and Kenya in Africa. Testing the hypothesis that
men and women approach and observe technology difterently, they trace
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the social and cconomic barriers to access and use of 1CTs, conclud-
ing that more research needs to be done on cultural differences.

In the final chapter of Part I, Gillian Youngs explores the nature of
virtual communication and its link to reconceprualizing international
politics through a discussion of the author’s involvement in a ‘Women
on the Net” project. This project raises concerns as to the processes of
‘refating internationally” especially with regard to the traditional invis-
ibility of women in international politics and the question of bound-
arics which have been characteristic of state-centred approaches to
international relations.

Part 11 opens with a chapter that also stresses the importance of social
and cultural perspectives. In Chapter 6 Simeon Yates and  Karen
Littlcton ¢ngage in an interdisciplinary debate abour female attitudes
and experiences in the area of computer games cultures. Drawing upon
dara from both psychological and sociological research, the chapter
examines the role of the computer and computer games in the personal
and interpersonal relations of the users. A cultural studies perspective
cnables the authors to explore the social relationships conducted
around and via the computer in particular cultural scttings. While
acknowledging rescarch which charts gender difterences in the use of
ICTs for leisure (Green and Adam 1998), the authors argue tor the
importance of listening to women and girls who actively use computer
games if we are to understand fully the impact of gender in the ficld
of computer gaming.

The next two chapters in Part 1 begin the theme of identity and
subjectivity which is further developed in the final section of the book,
themes which scem to dominate many of the contemporary theoreti-
cal debates around feminism and technology. Chapter 7 by Michele White
relares the wextual processes of looking and gazing at multi-user object-
oriented worlds (MOQs) to feminist theories of the gaze. Many users
of MOOs want to believe that character descriptions ofter a view that
is hike the ‘real” body of the user. However, the author argues that the
virtual look of certain characters, penetrating into any ‘space’ in order
to examine other characters and determine their gender, renders an
empowered gaze. This chapter suggests that MOO commands per-
petuate a series of limiting identity constructs and establish some pre-
liminary ways to interrogate these identity processes, while exploring
at a more general level the ways that bodies, spaces and objects are
constructed online.

The theme of virtual subjects is revisited in the next chapter, which
explores the ways in which virtual reality systems become embedded in
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cveryday life through leisure and consumption practices. Nicola Green
discusses the practices of consumption which (re)produce and maintain
bodily and subjective boundarics. Asking questions about the kind of
new conventons of gender created in consumption relationships, she
argues that immersive virtual reality technologies cannot be understood
without considering the locales in which they are embedded and the
social identities which they make.

The importance of understanding technologies within their “every-
day context” is a theme continued in the last two chapters, which empha-
size the importance of concentrating on the meanings and perceptions
of specific rechnologies within domestic settings. Focusing upon leisure
as an cvervday practice, in Chapter 9 Eileen Green explores the poten-
tial impact of ICTs upon leisure patterns within the household, sug-
gesting the need for more rescarch which asks questions about the extent
ro which differences, such as gender, aftect the level and type of use
of [CTs. Taking the view that technology is best understood as both
a social and a technical process, the author argues that we need to know
more about the ways in which ‘ordinary people’ appropriate ‘ordinary
technologies”. Technological artefacts may be marketed as ‘leisure
goods’, but tor an object or a technology to be accepted, it has to be
found a space and a function within ceveryday arenas.

Men’s perceptions of the ‘mundane technologies’ such as the rele-
phone become the focus of the final chapter in this section, which analy-
ses the diverse masculinities that become embedded in technological
identitics. In this chapter, Maria Lohan discusses the ways in which specitfic
technologies become incorporated into our gender identities as men
and women. Although a growing body of empirical research now exists
on women’s relationship to domestic technology, few investigators
have explicitly focused upon men’s perceptions and use of domestic tech-
nologics. Lohan argues that the apparently contradictory stance of look-
ing at men in relation to a feminized and ‘mundane’ technology, such
as the domestic telephone, is a usetul research vehicle tor examining the
processes of variation and change both within genders and in gender—
technology relations.

Part I explores aspects of citizenship and ethics in online gender
relations. Alison Adam argues that the newly emerging discipline ot com-
puter cthics could benctit from insights into feminist theory, particu-
farly feminist cthics, in regard to areas where there may be substantial
differences in men’s and women'’s experiences online. This is illustrated
through a morc extended analysis than is usually available in discus-
sions of computer cthics by means of examples of ‘cvberstalking’, an
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extreme form of Internet-based harassment. This points to the inade-
quacy of current policy documents which advocate a liberal, tree-
market approach to the problem rather than seeing it as an issue with
a strongly gendered dimension which theretore cries out for a gender
analysis.

In Chapter 12, Marja Vehvildinen introduces us to the NiceNet group
in North Karclia, Finland, an online women’s community and a
specifically located geographical group. In a national political environ-
ment which scts great store by its citizens having equality of access to
ICTs, the women demonstrate their success and confidence in using
web technology, becoming technically literate and reinforcing their own
sense of community, largely through everyday leisure and work prac-
tices such as producing ‘canning’ labels. This is set against a backdrop
that conceptualizes citizenship as carrving a wide range of rights,
including those of access to technology.

The next chapter moves trom Finland to The Netherlands and to
the virtual city in an exciting attempt to analyse the social shaping of
a digital citv. Drawing upon a casc study of Amsterdam, Els Rommes,
Ellen van Qost and Nelly Oudshoorn use the concept of ‘genderscript’
to examine the gender relations embedded in the design. It is argued
that in adopting an informal design process, the designers unconsciously
projected their own masculine-biased interests on the future users who,
despite the *aceess for all” intent, emerge as overwhelmingly young, male
professionals.

Part IV moves more explicitly from the concept of the citizen to the
concept of the self and how this is manifest in different ways in online
lite. In Chapter 14 Lynne Roberts and Malcolm Parks explore this theme
through the interrogation of the phenomenon of gender-swirching
on the Internct. Having suggested that the primary barrier to gender-
switching is the belief that it is dishonest and manipulative, they arguc
that their data reveals it to be considerably more benign and practised
by only a minority of MOO users for a small percentage of their time
online. This chapter concludes that gender switching within MOOs
of all kinds might best be understood as an experimental behaviour,
rather than as an cxpression of sexuality, personality or gender politics.

The female bodily form is also the subject of the chapter by Krissi
Jimroglou, introducing us to ‘JenniCAM”, a cyborg subject confined
to her bedroom and created through the integration of the clectronic
image and the Internet. This creation, argues Jimroglou, exposes more
than just flesh. JenniCAM reveals cultural tensions surrounding episte-
mological conceptions of vision, gender and identity and questions the
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role of technology in the representation and construction of gendered
subjects. Using feminist film theory, she demonstrates how the con-
struction and display of the female body via the digital camera trans-
forms our rcadings of gendered bodies.

Elaine Graham’s chapter explores the implications for feminist the-
ory and praxis of a recovery of the goddess. Donna Haraway's ‘cyborg
writing” may have subverted many of the dualisms of western culture,
but Graham warns of the dangers in rejecting the traditional gendered
stereotypes associated with unreconstructed ‘nature’. Drawang upon Luce
[rigarav’s work, she argues that some models of ‘becoming divine’ promise
more radical configurations of the goddess, which offers an exciting addi-
tion to theories of cyberteminism.

In beginning the exploration of these new themes which are crys-
tallizing round the topic of gender and ICTs we are hopetul that this
volume will spark more debate around the theme of gender and online
life.
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in organizing the seminar series that continues to be a ‘creative ideas
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to Brian Loader, Editor of the Teesside-based journal, Information,
Communication and Society, who was cnthusiastic about us cediting the
special issee on which the book is based and encouraged us to enlarge
it into an cdited collection. Thanks also to Michelle Bacca and Edwina
Welham at Routledge tor their patience and support during the pro-
duction process.

Last, but not least, we would like to acknowledge the support of
our respective families. Ian and Craig put up with us *disappearing for
an hour’” — which turned into three — mostly with patience and good
humour. Thanks also to Sam, Zoé, Nicol and Sibyl who uncomplain-
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overflowed into time reserved for them.
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